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Masonville Cove is 70 acres of water and 54 acres of cleaned-up wetlands, nature trails, and a 

protected bird sanctuary, on the Middle Branch of the Patapsco River in Brooklyn-Curtis Bay, 

Baltimore City owned by the Maryland Port Authority.  At this former industrial and then 

abandoned area in south Baltimore, local residents and schoolchildren (from Brooklyn, Curtis 

Bay, and Cherry Hill) can now connect with their natural environment and participate in 

environmental stewardship projects through the Masonville Cove Education Environmental 

Center, a joint project with the Brooklyn and Curtis Bay Coalition (Baybrook), the Living 

Classrooms Foundation, and the National Aquarium in Baltimore. 

My UMBC students and I have been working with students at nearby Benjamin Franklin High 

School, creating art projects rooted in the community, including animated films documenting 

debris  found in the neighborhood near Masonville Cove.  In late February 2013, I met with 

the Masonville Cove Environmental Education Center (MCEEC) staff  to discuss a mural project 

for the base of a storm drain near the Masonville Cove Environmental Education Center main 

building.  We enlisted a group of UMBC, Towson and Benjamin Franklin High School (BFHS) 

art students to design the project and execute the mural during the MCEEC annual 

Environmental Festival held in mid-May. 

The most important aspect and at times the most challenging was 

maintaining the high school students’ focus on the design process 

of the mural that required critical discussions about the content 

and the style of the mural.  At the same time it was important not 

to squash the creative process or to be discouraged by the various 

obstacles we faced during each visit to the high school. 

The other challenge for the university art students was how best 

to mentor the high school students. These students often have an 

unusual level of stress in their lives, which is partly normal for 

most high school students, but in this community the levels of 

stress are abnormally higher due to the numerous challenges the 

community faces. 
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Every Friday morning for two months, a handful of 

UMBC students worked on the design and painting 

techniques for the mural.  This also involved a site visit 

to MCEEC to photograph the location and to learn about 

the mission of the environmental center. Students worked 

on various designs for the mural that would remind the 

visitors to MCEEC of the fragile ecology of the place and 

to improve the visual landscape.   We began with general 

guidelines and ideas from the MCEEC staff, then 

presented the ideas to the BFHS, UMBC and Towson students. 

They enthusiastically began to work and soon had a series of drawings and small paintings that 

we presented to MCEEC. They gave us feedback for modifications.  Through this process the 

university students discovered that it was helpful to create smaller creative brainstorming 

sessions that mentored the students through their stress who were able to return to the design 

process with a fresh start. On May 20, we began painting the mural in stages. Our team worked 

for two solid days but had to postpone the final stage due to stormy weather. The university 

students found themselves talking and making art with the BFHS students working through their 

anxiety and contending with other obstacles they face in their lives.  Once the students worked 

through these issues, they were able to move to the task of designing the mural. 

By June 15, with the assistance of two 

dedicated UMBC students and myself, we 

completed the mural.   The project gave the 

BFHS students confidence to show that they 

can improve their neighborhoods.  The UMBC 

and Towson students learned that the creative 

process can be a catalyst for civic agency. 
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